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Dire ctor’ s Repo rt on LOE X 2021 : Online
Brad Sietz, LOEX

One of the key things that I like about planning LOEX confer-

ences is that it combines stability (e.g., utilizing multiple years
of both my experience and conference-goer’s feedback to ensure aspects that previously went well still do so while also
addressing other areas that need improvement) with variety &
change (e.g., each year has a different location, committee
members, and topic du jour in library instruction land). However, in the case of LOEX 2021, maintaining this mix from the
previous year meant discarding a lot of work we had done in
2019 & early 2020 as we built on the experience we had gained
from hosting our first ever fully online conference, LOEX
2020. That was a difficult, but necessary, reality of life in 2021.
When we were originally planning LOEX 2021 in early
2019, we determined we wanted it—if at all possible—on the
West Coast, as we last had a conference in the Pacific Time
Zone in 2006 and there are a lot of librarians (LOEX members
and otherwise) in those states. We were fortunate enough to
have a group of librarians from Northern California who were
interested in serving on the local committee, so that was a great
start. But finding a suitable hotel in the San Francisco Bay area
was difficult—the hardest site selection process we’ve had in
my history with LOEX. As you might guess, the Bay Area is
expensive, but we were flexible! Beyond looking at San Francisco and Oakland, we looked at San Jose, Merced, Sacramento, and all parts in between. But even with a wide focus, it was
a significant struggle to find a hotel/center that was big enough
to readily host over 300 people, 60+ breakout sessions, and was
in a location that was at least somewhat walkable. After a lot of
effort and rejections (both by us and by the hotels), we found a
spot in Concord, CA. Do you know where that is? Neither did I
(and I know a lot of US geography) until 2019, but it is a nice
town about 30 miles east of San Francisco and 60 miles west of
Sacramento. Like many cities in California, just because it may
not be particularly well-known doesn’t mean it is tiny—it has
over 125,000 people. Beyond the typical considerations, a big
point in the contract negotiations during the summer/fall of
2019 was making sure we had proper protections for any power
outages that might occur, as a forest fire was raging in a nearby
county and Northern California power providers talked frequently about rolling blackouts as a necessary response. I was
assured May was not during the fire season, and I appreciated
that, but I wanted to make sure we were prepared.
Of course, getting prepared for one type of disaster doesn’t
necessarily mean you were thinking directly about another type
of disaster—in this case, the COVID-19 pandemic. We signed
the contract and just a few months later, the world stopped,
causing (among a billion other things) the cancellation of the
LOEX 2020 conference as an in-person event and the subsequent shift from it being in in Ypsilanti to it being online. After
LOEX 2020 successfully was completed in May and we went
through the summer of 2020, it became clear COVID was still
having a significant impact and California public health restrictions reflected that (e.g., strict limits on the size of indoor
gatherings), so myself and the LOEX Board had to again make
the obvious but difficult decision to cancel LOEX as an inperson event for 2021. It is really sobering when you make the

phone call to let your contact at the hotel know you had to cancel your contract by invoking the force majeure clause and you
need to talk with someone completely new, as everyone in his
department had been laid off.
With this challenging backdrop, we needed to focus on
making the best of the situation. At least for LOEX 2021, we
were far more prepared this time for the shift to an online format, and it all started with making the decision before the call
for breakout sessions proposals went out at the end of September. From there, we were able to focus and leverage the experience of not only last year’s conference but what we had observed other organizations do / not do over the last few months.
We knew having a good plenary speaker was essential for
a multi-day conference, regardless of format, and we were able
to do that once again with Dr. Nicole A. Cooke giving her talk
“Tell Me Sweet Little Lies: Racism, Bias Confirmation, and
the Disinformation Epidemic,” from her home in South Carolina. In addition, with more time to plan, we were determined
to expand the conference by having: 1) Sixty-two breakout
sessions (up 8 from the previous year) from 120+ presenters
representing 60+ institutions from all over North America (and
1 from Australia); 2) ten graduate student posters; 3) ten
roundtable discussions; 4) a pre-conference workshop and 5) a
pre-conference “bar” trivia activity. The last four were all new
compared to 2020 (though we had done versions of them for
previous in-person conferences), which was our intent—we
wanted to show what we could do, while offering more & different ways to learn from one another. But did it work?

How It Went and Lessons Learned
In short, yes! The bigger online conference was a success
and went well. Our expanded program offerings all came to
fruition and started & ended on schedule. The reviews from our
survey were overall quite positive from both the presenters and
the attendees, and we did not have any significant technology
problems. But what, in particular, went well and what could go
better next time (whenever that might be)? Let’s look at some
lessons learned.
1) If You Host It, They Will Come…
LOEX 2021 (held over 4.5 days on May 10-14) was, by
far, the biggest conference in our history in terms of attendance: we had 500 registrants, and could have easily had dozens
more if we had the capacity to manage it. This certainly shows
the key benefit of an online conference—wide, relatively lowcost, access for a huge range of people. LOEX 2020 had also
gone well, so I am sure there was confidence the next iteration
would also be worthwhile and that spurred registration.
We also did quite well in terms of breakout session proposal submissions—receiving about 140. That was easily more
than enough to compile a schedule of 62 high-quality sessions,
but it was a decrease from the typical 175 (or more) we had
received for in-person conferences in the recent past. Is that
because people have had more opportunities to present, since
almost every conference was online, and thus were choosier in
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where they submitted proposals? Or perhaps some people were
simply burned out and/or tired, especially of talking to colleagues via Zoom at their day job so doing so for a conference
presentation was not appealing? Or perhaps they had not been
able to accomplish quite as much in their professional life as
they otherwise might have since March 2020 due to the highlevel of multi-faceted, multi-source, stress so many people
have been under? My guess is it was a combination of this and
even more.
2) …but They Won’t Log On as Often as in 2020…
Back in the spring/summer of 2020, LOEX was largely the
only game in town for library conferences. Many governments
had enacted significant restrictions upon people’s movements
for health and safety, so staying in the house and spending tons
of hours on Zoom (and other electronic devices) was both relatively new and also an essential way of connecting with people.
A year later, many restrictions had been at least partially lifted,
so people had a lot of non-online options to engage with (e.g.,
visiting a friend’s house; going out to eat), not to mention
online sessions (conferences or otherwise) were now quite
commonplace. Thus, people were understandably more selective in how they spent their time. An example of this is LOEX
2021 had 25% more registered attendees than LOEX 2020 (500
vs. 400), yet we had essentially the same number of simultaneous users logged on attending sessions each time. In other
words, in 2020 a typical attendee went to 3 or 4 breakout sessions a day, while in 2021 it was 2 or 3 sessions—people had
other, non-LOEX, things to do with that “extra” hour.
3) …so Don’t Try to Do Too Much!
As mentioned, one significant step we took, in contrast
with LOEX 2020, was adding more options for attendees—in
part to make the conference more “normal” and also to make it
even more valuable for the unchanged $150 registration fee.
All these additions—1) pre-conference workshop; 2) preconference trivia; 3) student posters; 4) roundtable discussions;
5) conference “swag”—went well in terms of quality, and I am
glad we did them. However, except for the roundtables, all of
them had less interest than we had anticipated. Upon reflection,
this is just another manifestation of what was mentioned in the
previous section with the breakout sessions—people only have
so much time & bandwidth, so even though the Monday afternoon virtual “bar” trivia was well-organized and quite fun, people were busy elsewhere. Even conference swag—a package
including a sticker; bamboo notebook and pen; and Post-it
notepad—was only requested by 70% of the attendees, as opposed to the 80-90% that I had anticipated; when it’s not right
in front of you (e.g., “Oooh, a free pen!”) some people can easily skip it or understandably say, “I’ve got enough stuff.”
It is notable the one activity that was not just high-quality,
but also as highly attended as anticipated, was the roundtables.
Of the ten Zoom “tables” that we set up (with LOEX moderators leading a discussion for up to 15 attendees on prepared
topics such as “Managing an Instructional Program” or
“Instructional Identities”), most had at least 12 people. I attribute this to it being an opportunity not to just hear & see content
(as valuable as that is) but to talk with other people you don’t
know about a topic of interest—a fundamental part of any conference, and one that gets too easily overlooked sometimes in
an online environment. People like to chat and connect!

4) Barriers to Easy, Reliable Mass, Communication
Mass communication, a requirement for conferences, is an
increasing challenge due the increased sensitivity of spam filters. This is nothing particular to online conferences as, regardless of the format, planners need to contact hundreds of attendees and email is an efficient way to do it. But the nature of
online conferences (e.g., sending Zoom links) requires a few
more emails be sent and that can cause issues if you aren’t
careful. In 2020, per Zoom’s standard setup, every attendee got
one email for each breakout (i.e., 54 individual emails). In
2021, I wanted to only send one email per day and it would
contain a link to a Google Sheet with all the Zoom links for
that day’s sessions. However, the first time I did it I used a link
shortner (bit.ly) for the Google Sheet’s URL for better aesthetics and tracking; to my surprise, this caused dozens upon dozens of people to not see the email because it went into spam.
Thus, I had number of nervous attendees urgently contacting
LOEX with “How do I log on?!?” It was quickly resolved, but
one at a time, at the last minute, is not ideal. The next day I
sent the same email but without a bit.ly (i.e., just the regular
Sheet URL) and the number that went to spam dropped dramatically. That’s still not perfect, but more manageable.
5) Online Surveys are Great for Easy Data Analysis...if People Fill Them Out

Online surveys remain a huge challenge. For in-person
conferences, we typically have an 80%-plus response rate for
the short attendee surveys that LOEX volunteers hand out to
people as they walk into a session. Online, the rate is often half
that or worse. We thought the reason for this in 2020 might
have been that we didn’t make it easy enough for attendees, so
for 2021, we did a better job making sure that session moderator put the SurveyMonkey link in the chat multiple times (so
point of need *and* no spam filter issue). Additionally, we also
emailed a follow-up at the end of each day. Still, our response
rate wasn’t much improved, and while there usually was a large
enough sample to give presenters (who receive all feedback
submitted) a good idea of how their session went, it was still
lower than we hoped and it always got worse as the conference
went along (another sign of “online fatigue). For any future
conference, we may need to employ other techniques (e.g.,
making the short survey even shorter; sending additional follow-ups).
6) Even with Increased Familiarity with Online Sessions,
Prepping Presenters is Still Important
Even though Zoom/Google Meet/etc is now commonplace
for most of us, our day-to-day use tends to be much looser than
what is necessary for a live academic conference. Thus, we
required presenters without online presenting experience (about
half our group), and made it optional for the rest, to attend ½
hour “Sound Check” sessions where a LOEX host reviewed
Zoom’s webinar features with the presenters and discussed
how to best use them to support the presenter’s planned material. Although this put a small burden on the committee and presenters, the feedback we received it that it was still valuable to
the presenters in ensuring they knew Zoom’s tools and how to
best use them (or outside apps, such as Google Jamboard); this
also made it easier on our volunteer moderators, as more prepared presenters are easier to support. In the end, the presenters
for over 50 of the 62 sessions signed up.
(LOEX 2021 Report...continued on page 17)
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(LOEX 2021 Report...Continued from page 3)

7) Do It Live (if at all possible)

8) Recordings are Important though Need a Bit of Polishing

Related to the previous section, we continue to believe live
sessions conducted by presenters with the support of moderator/host are best, if at all possible. Other conferences have utilized different options, such as pre-recording some or all of the
session and then having presenters log-on after playback of the
recording has completed to answer questions live via voice or
respond asynchronously via text chat. While utilizing prerecorded video is a worthwhile option that has definite benefits
(e.g., reduces the chances of there being an issue—such as an
internet outage for the presenter—on the day of the session;
ensures all content finishes in a specified time; enables a presenter to “present” material even if they are not available at a
particular time during the conference) it also puts a big burden
on presenters (e.g., they have to record a session, which may
require a significant time commitment to get “just right” to the
presenter’s satisfaction; they may have to take time to record
beforehand *and* still be present at a different, specified time
for live questions) and less than ideal for attendees (e.g., presenters give off a different energy when presenting live vs.
tape; also, ideally an attendee can ask a question at the point of
need during the presentation (not just at the end) and get it answered more quickly—this not only helps that particular attendee, but also allows presenters to be responsive and possibly
reshape certain parts of their presentation, as they co-create the
session with the audience). We will continue to explore this pre
-recorded option, but for now, for any future LOEX online sessions, we will focus on “doing it live.”

Recordings are essential, but are not utilized after the conference as often as one might hope. A frequent question that I
receive both before and during the conference is, “Are these
sessions recorded?” The answer is “Yes” and that’s a very
good thing. However, it is telling that most videos aren’t
viewed more than a dozen or so times—this makes some sense,
because there is so much content out there and if an attendee
really wanted to view a session, they very likely would have
attended it when it occurred. Of course, even a dozen views are
valuable to those people, so the recording content needs to be
provided of acceptable quality and that means providing closed
captions. This feature is a universal benefit, and AI allows for
decent quality captions to be generated automatically. However, in my experience, those “good enough” captions struggle
mightily with proper names, acronyms, and nouns (e.g., LOEX
becomes “low X”; ALA is “alien a”; and Brad Sietz becomes
“Bart Sights”) and library lingo and academic phrases (e.g.,
liberatory instruction becomes “laboratory instruction”). Thus,
we needed to schedule time for myself and a volunteer to go
through the transcripts to quickly fix clear errors. This is timeconsuming but I think necessary, so that what we provide to
people is as useful and respectful as possible.
...in summary, all these lessons will definitely be applied in the
future for LOEX in the online format, whether at a full, comprehensive conference; a smaller, focused conference; or at
“one-off” sessions that we do to supplement an in-person conference. We’ve come too far and online sessions make too
much sense in too many ways (e.g., affordability, accessibility,
flexibility) for them to not be a part of LOEX’s conference and
education plan going forward. But that said, the goal for LOEX
will still be to have our yearly conference in-person in order to
maximize the energy, connections, and community aspects that
we see as vital to the conference experience. Then, perhaps we
can have additional, likely somewhat smaller, online conferences and sessions to provide additional opportunities. Hopefully, we can soon have the best of both worlds, starting with
LOEX 2022 in Ypsilanti.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

For more information about the conference, and the PowerPoints and handouts for many of the sessions, including from
the plenary session mentioned in this article, visit the website at
http://loexconference.org/2021/breakout-session-materials/
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